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LIFE WITHOUT FUEL

[Isaac Asimov is a noted scientist and science fiction writer.
He has a remarkable gift for being able to explain complex
science phenomena in ways that the ordinary person can
easily understand. Asimov was recently asked to imagine
and describe what would happen to everyday life in. 1997 if
fuel really began running out. Asimov explains that this “is
a picture of the worst, of waste continuing, of oil'running out,
of nothing in its place, of world population continuing to
rise.”

1 It's 1997 and it’s raining, and you’ll have to walk to
work again. Any given subway train breaks down one morn-
ing out of five. The buses are gone, and on a day like today,
_bicycles slosh and slide.

2 Lucky you have a job in demolition. It’s slow
and dirty work, but steady. The fading strwectures of a decay-
ing city are the great mineral mines and hardware shops of
the natien. Break them down and reuse the parts. Coal
is too difficult to dig up and transport to give us energy in
the amounts we need, nuclear fission is judged to be too danger-

ous, the hoped-for breakthrough toward nuclear fusion never



2 Life without Fuel

took place, and solar batteries are too expensive to maintain
in sufficient quantity. |
3 Anyoncﬁ older than ten can remember automobiles.
At first, the price of gasoline climbed — way up. Finally,
only the well-to-do drove, and that was too clear an indication
that they were filthy rich; so any automobile on a city street
was overturned and burned. The cars vanished, becoming
part of the metal resource.

4 There are advantagesin 1997, if you want to look for
them. The air is cleaner, and there seem to be fewer colds.
The crime rate has dropped. With the police car too ex-
pensive, policemen are back on their beats. More Important,
the streets are full. Legs are king, and people walk everywhere
far into the night.. There is mutual protection in crowds.
5 If the weather isn’t too cold, 'people sit out front.
If it is hot, the open air is the only air conditioning they get.
At least the street lights still burn. Indoors, few people can
afford to keep lights burning after supper.

6 As for the winter — well, it is inconvenient to be cold,
with most of what furnace fuel is allowed hoarded for the
dawn. But sweaters are popular indoor wear. Showers
are not an everyday luxury. Lukewarm sponge baths must
do, and if the air is not always very fragrant in the human
vicinity, the automobﬂe fumes are gone.

7 It is worse in the suburbs, which were born with the
auto, lived with the auto, and are dying with the auto. Subur-

banites form associations that assign turns to the procurement
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and distribution of food. Pushcarts creak from house to house
along the posh suburban roads, and every bad snowstorm is a
disaster. It isn’t easy to hoard enough food to last till the
roads are open. There is not much refrigeration except for
the snowbanks, and then the dogs must be fought off.

8  What energy is left must be conserved for agriculture.

The great car factories make trucks and farm machinery

\

almost exclusively. The American population isn’t going up
much anymore, but the food supply must be kept high even
though the prices and difficulty of distribution force each
American to eat less. Food is needed for export to pay for
some trickles of oil and for other resources.

9 The rest of the world is not as lucky as we are. They’re
starving out there because earth’s population has continued
to rise. The population on earth is 5.5 billion — up by 1.5
billion since 1977 — and, outside the United States and Europe,
not more than one in five has enough to eat at any given time.
There i3 a high infant mortality rate.

10 I's more than just starvation, though. There are
those who manage to survive on barely enough to keep the
body working, and that proves to be not enough for the brain.
It is estimated that nearly two billion people in the world are
permanently brain-damaged by undernutrition, and the
number is growing.

11 At least the big armies are gone. Only the United
States and the Soviet Union can maintain a few tanks, planes,

and ships — which they dare not move for fear of biting into
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limited fuel reserves.

12 Machines must be replaced by human muscle and
beasts of burden. People are working longer hours, and —
with lighting restricted, television only three hours a night,
new books few and printed in small editions — what is
there to do with leisure? Work, sleep, and eating are
the great trinity of 1997, and only the first two are guar-
anteed. \

13 Where will it end? It must end in a return to the
days before 1800, to the days before the fossil fuels powered
a vast machine industry and technology. It must end in
subsistence farming and in a world population reduced By
starvation, disease, and violence to less than a billion.

14  And what can we do to prevent all this now?

15 Now? In 1997? Almost nothing.

TURN TO COMPREHENSION CHECK AT END OF
CHAPTER

READING TIMES: READING SPEED:

Ist reading _ __ minutes 8 minutes = 120 wpm

2nd reading minutes 7 minutes = 136 wpm
6 minutes — 160 wpm
5 minutes = 190 wpm
4 minutes = 240 wpm
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‘ New Werds and Phrases
fiction ['fikfon] . UMy HR

demeolition [ ,dems'lifon] x. 8 B

hardware ['ha:dwes] =. LR

fission ['fifon] n. Sr%; H/AE

breakthrough ['breik'ru:] n. SERs BRI R

fusion ['fju:zon] = Wik, B4 Eﬁ’E

battery ['betsri] n. L 3 ()

well-to-do =. B ERBABHRHR

beat [bi:t] a. (BRERDRBIT: 8% &
3 B B 2R

conditioningi[ksn'di[anig] n. (ZEREHD A

vicinity [vi'siniti] =, Miirs MmiXs HiE

fume [fjuim] =. M S K

suburbanite [so'ba:banait] 2. HEIER

procurement [pra'kjuamont] = i3

distribution [ distri'bju:fon} n. Sk SR

pushcart ['pufka:t] = FiEE

refrigerétion [rifridza'reifon] n. %3 B

snowbank ['snoubank] = HH, HiE

trickle ['trikl] n. s B MR

mortality {mo:'teliti] ». KRBT Bk

starvation [sta:'veifon] n. HURs RE

undernutrition [ andonju:'trifon] 7. FEHARRE |
leisure [‘leze] . | i, S8
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trinity ['triniti] z.

fossil ['fosl] 7. a.

subsistence [sob'sistons} n.

slosh [sDb[] .

slide [slaid] w.

fade v.

~decay [di'kei] 2.
reuse ['ri:'ju:z] o.
hoard [ho:d] v.
assign [a'sain] v.
creak [kri:k] .
conserve [kon'sa:v] o.
starve [sta:v] o.

guarantee [ g®ron'ti:] o.

noted ['noutid] a.
sufficient [sa'fifont] a.
filthy [%16i] <.

mutual {'mju:tjudl] .
lukewarm {'ljutkwoim] a.
fragrant ['freigront] a.
posh [pof] a.
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permanently ['po:manonili] ad. R

run out Rt =

break down : ' KM WK

dig up KRB,

on one’s beats P T E

fight off | AHE, W, BF
for fear of MERL, AdH; Bl
bite into TH; B

Notes to the Text

‘1. Isaac Asimov: a Russian-American biochemist, who is
probably best known as a writer of popular books in
the physical and biological sciences. He has also written
many science fiction books under the pseudonym Paul
French.

2. the fading structures of decaying city: the demolished
building materials in the ruins of the dying (:,ity.

3. nuclear fission: the splitting of the nucleus of an atom
into nuclei of lighter atoms, accompanied by the release
of energy.

4. solar battery: a device for converting solar energy into
electricity. o T

5. At first, the price of gasoline climbed —:way up: At
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first, the price of gasoline increased greatly. “Way”
here is used as an adverb, meaning “far.”

Another example:

We are way behind with our work.

. and that was too clear an indication ...: Note the special

structure with “too.”” The word-order is: too / as /so /
how adjective a / an noun. Without the indefinite article,
this structure would be incorrect. Other examples:
He is too strong a man to defeat.

He enjoyed too long a stay in a foreign country.

You are too much a good student to fail.

There is too long an interval between examinations,
filthy rich: extremely rich.

“Filthy” is American slang, meaning having much money,

wealthy, with overtones implying contempt or scorn.

. sit out front: sit outside just in front of their houses.

. with most of what furnace fuel is allowed hoarded for
the dawn: What limited furnace fuel people have saved
is to be used for the time of the day when light first ap-
pears.
and if the air is not always very fragrant in the human
vicinity, the automobile fumes are gone: In spite of the
fear that the air is not always pleasant to smell in the human
surroundings, at least we no longer have automobile fumes.

- Here, the word “if” means “although”, “even if”, in«
troducing an adverbial clause of concession. Another

example:
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It was a nice, if humid day.

Exercises

Analysis of Ideas and Relationships: Circle the letter next
to the best answer.

. “Life without Fuel” is¢

a. a scientific study of life in 1997.

_ b, an imaginary account of life in 1997.

c. a history of life in 1997.

. According to paragraph 2, a good kind of job to have is

in:

a. demolition.

b. a gasoline station.
¢. construction.

Why? Please explain your answer.

. Which statement is NOT true according to this article ?

a. Energy will be expensive and in short supply.
b. There will be more cars than ever in 1997,

c. The air will be cleaner in 1997.

. Paragraph 4 discusses:

a. the advantages of life in 1997.
b. the disadyantages of life in 1997.
c. the advantages of life today.

. Paragraph 5 shows that, in 1997, people will:

a. use less electricity than they do today. = .-
b. use more electricity than they do today. :
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¢. not use any electricity.

According to paragraph 7, in 1997, life in the suburbs will
be: ° |
a. much easier than life in the cities.

b. more difficult than life in the cities.

c. about the same as life in the cities.

Why? Please explain your answer.

. Why will America need to export food in 1997 ?

a. Because they will have too much food for their own use.
b. Because the farmers will want to make a lot of money.
¢. Because they will need money to buy oil.

How would you compare the rest of the world with America
in 19977

a. America will be luckier than -the rest of the world.
b. The rest of the world will be luckier than America.
c. Everyone will .be well off.; = |

. The tone of this article is:

a. pessimistic.

b. optimistic.

c. cheerful.

Please explain your answer.
The problems Isaac .Asimov describes in this article are
caused by: | |
a. a lack of fuel.

b. the wrong kind of fuel.
c. too much fuel. '
Please explain your answer.



